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TRANSCRIPTION

[00:01]
TW:

Today is Friday, May 13, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library Special
Collections and Archives. This morning we are interviewing Daniel Lawrence, Director of
Campus Recreation at the Logan Campus in Utah State University. This is another oral history
interview for the Covid Collection Project.
Good morning, Mr. Lawrence.

DL:

Good morning, Todd.

TW:

So, let’s start by when did you start your career at Utah State University [USU] and the various
positions you’ve held in your USU career?

DL:

Perfect. Again, my name is Daniel Lawrence, Director of Campus Recreation. I’ve been at Utah
State since, I got here in January of 2016. And so, I got here roughly one month after the new
Aggie Recreation Center opened and I came here to serve as the Associate Director of Programs
and Assessment and I got Utah State directly involved with overseeing the programs including
intramural sports, club sports, fitness and wellness, outdoor programs, and aquatics. And at the
time I oversaw the assessment of the department as well. And then I served in that role for
roughly three years, roughly three years or so, three, three and a half years and then I have the
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opportunity to become the Interim Director in July 1, of 2019, and I served in the Interim Director
role for roughly three months. The University had a national search and I was able to get that
position. I’ve been serving as the Director for about three years now. So, I’ve been her, like I
said, roughly six and a half years now at Utah State University.
TW:

And so, when we’re talking about the campus recreation – the Center, the program –
administratively, what are the roles and responsibilities of campus recreation?

[0:02:03]
DL:

Sure. We are here for the students play wellness and adventure. We do everything possible to
get the students engaged outside of the classroom. Get them involved on campus, get them
excited to stay on campus and to participate in programs. Before the Aggie Recreation Center
opened in late November of 2015, we were a full-time staff of 6 full-time professionals. And
then once we opened the Aggie Recreation Center and over the years, we’ve grown. So, now we
have 19 full-time staff members, a graduate assistant program, and then at that time, before the
Aggie Recreation Center opened, we employed about 80 undergraduate student employees. Now
we’re employing up to 300 per year. And then within those programs, intramural sports we have
our Intramural Sports Programs, we have our Competitive Sports Coordinator who helps oversee
and run intramural sports like flag football, basketball, softball, soccer, battleship in the pool,
various programs like that. And intramurals is where – that consists of Utah State students
participating against Utah State students. Another proponent to that program is extramurals to
where we actually take Utah State students and go compete against other schools around the
region and we call those extramurals where they compete for intramural championships and
things like that. We also have our Club Sport Program. Club sports encompasses our hocket
club, our jump rope, our men’s and women’s lacrosse, men’s and women’s rugby, rodeo,
racquetball. When I got here, we had 13 club sports. We now have 28 club sports as part of our
program. The Club Sports Program is Utah State students competing at a very high level against
other schools around the region, around the country as well. They’re representing Utah State
University. They are our student athletes. They are non-scholarship.

[0:04:00]
They pay to play. They also seek out donations and sponsorship and they’re traveling around
representing Utah State University as well. And then, with our Fitness and Wellness Program,
prior to opening this facility and prior to me getting here, Utah State only had a strength and
conditioning program. And once the Aggie Recreation Center opened, we created a group fitness
program. We created a personal training program. And as it continued to grow more over the
years, now we have a Fitness and Wellness Program with a registered dietician on staff, be able to
have the whole- body mindful wellness approach for the student population here on campus to
really have a well-rounded experience with physical activity but also mental health well-being as
well. And we also have our Aquatics Program. We’ve had the pools here at Utah State roughly
52 years now and we have one of the robust aquatics programs in Cache Valley with our swim
lessons program, our learn-to-swim program that’s open to faculty and staff. We cater to our
swim and dive team. That’s one of our busier programs especially with our rental groups. We
cater rent to the local community, Logan High School, and various different community groups as
well. And the last but not least, is our outdoor program and that’s outdoor programs where we
take students on trips at outdoor adventure trips. That could be skiing, snowboarding, whitewater
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rafting, kayaking, hiking, biking, snowshoeing, anything outdoors to get students involved and
take them off-campus into the outdoors. We also have our rental shop where we have thousands
of pieces of equipment that we rent out to the campus community but also the Cache Valley
community, people can rent there. And we have our Workshops Program where offer wilderness
first aid, wilderness first responder certification courses, wilderness medicines. We offer those to
be able to keep people safe when we take people into the backcountry or an individual in the
backcountry on their own.
[0:06:02]
They can get those credentials and those certifications to be able to respond in any type of
emergency. So, that really encompasses our six program areas for campus recreation.
TW:

And then physically how many buildings and, I mean, do you have showers? Do you have locker
rooms? What does it all entail?

DL:

Sure. So, at campus recreation we manage seven different facilities across the campus. So, we
have seven facilities including the Aggie Recreation Center. We manage the fieldhouse – the
George Nelson Fieldhouse. We manage the HPER Building which is next door which houses
Kinesiology and Health Science. We also manage the tennis courts. We manage the Challenge
Course which is down by First Dam. We also manage the new Northeast Recreation Field which
is on the northeast side of campus. And then, of course, we also manage and oversee the Aggie
Legacy Field. So, those are the seven facilities that we have that we – facility complexes that we
manage. When it comes to the Aggie Recreation Center, the HPER Building, and the Fieldhouse,
it’s your typical gym. The Aggie Recreation Center is three stories with men's and women's
locker rooms, has three basketball courts, and those basketball courts can do volleyball. We also
have pickle ball and badminton. We have three levels of weight equipment. So, for cardio
equipment and weightlifting we have various different avenues for that. We have our
administrative offices suite. On the second floor we have the administrative team with the
Director, Associate Director and the Assistant Directors of the program. And then on the first
floor we have all of our program staff. On the first floor all of our program team who’s managing
and running all those programs that we talked about already. So, with the team of 19 together
we’re working together to really engage the students' experience here.

[0:08:02]
In the fieldhouse, just in December of 2020 we replaced the fieldhouse floor with a million dollar project. We utilized clay, clay flooring. But that opened up December of 2020 because
that fieldhouse is a shared use facility with campus recreation, with athletics, and with the
academic department as well of KHS and physical education classes. So, that’s a very multi-use
shared facility and one of the main facilities that gets used for summer camps and conferences as
well throughout the year. But we replaced the flooring in there in December of 2020 with the
clay flooring to be able to accommodate not only the track team with their quarter-inch pyramid
spikes but also being able to bounce a basketball, play volleyball, play pickleball in there as well.
To be able to be a multi-functional facility that is over, I think we’re going over 60, 70 years old
now. It was built in the 1940’s. So, actually older than that. So, it opened up in the 40’s. And
the fieldhouse is where the basketball team — the NCAA basketball team used to play. So, now
it’s utilized by thousands and thousands of students on a yearly basis now. And then, of course,
the HPER Building encompasses both of our pools. We have gymnasiums on the second floor of
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the HPER Building as well. But it houses the academic departments of Kinesiology and Health
Science and we’re working through a renovation project now. We’re doing a renovation to put
nursing labs in the HPER Building as well. So, I on a construction planning committee now of
what that construction is going to look like whenever we renovate the HPER Building to put
nursing in the HPER as well. So, we have the two pools, we have the large pool and the small
pool that encompasses all of our programs and all of our academic classes and rental groups as
well. And then we have the gymnasiums but we also on the second floor we also, it houses the
practice facilities for the USU NCAA gymnastics team.
[0:10:05]
So, there are gymnastics teams practice facilities up on the second floor as well and we have other
group fitness studios on the second floor. And then on the first floor we have group fitness
studios and mostly academic classes and locker rooms. There are locker rooms in all three of our
main physical facilities. In the HPER, Aggie Recreation Center and the fieldhouse.
TW:

Since you’re the assessment man, how many students in a typical academic year would have
served?

DL:

We typically serve, in the Aggie Recreation Center alone, we typically serve roughly around
350,000 annually. So, we have 350,000 students annually utilizing our facilities. That equates to
I think we had about – pre-COVID there was about 71% of the student body population utilizing
the Aggie Recreation Center alone. Once we did the comparison and did all the assessments for
all of our facilities that were utilized – all seven of our facilities that we utilized – back in 2019
we identified that 92% of Utah State student population utilized our recreational facilities at some
capacity. Again, that includes our Aggie Recreation Center, fieldhouse, HPER, Challenge
Course, Legacy Field. All of our facilities combined we found out that it was 92% usage of Utah
State students.

TW:

Perfect. So, Mr. Lawrence, in late 2019 word from the international news about a virus in China
that soon spread to other countries around the world and arrived in the United States in late
January of 2020. I’m curious about what the initial conversations within the Division of Student
Affairs and within you and your staff about the potential impact that the COVID virus might have
with campus recreation.

[0:12:07]
DL:

Sure. Thinking back and what I recall, I don’t recall having too many conversations in January
and February. I think there was kind of like, hey, there’s this new virus going around, sometime
in February, mid-February, I think it, maybe it got into our circles over here. But obviously no
one knew what it was. No one knew how contagious it was at the time and operations remained
the same. We were running programs as much as we could. We were in a full-fledged intramural
basketball season in the spring of 2020. Our basketball program for intramurals is one of our
largest participated – we have over 100 teams participate. All of our group tennis programs were
going. I mean, all of our programs were fully functional with no sense of anything that could
potentially change it. When I think it really started, when it really changed and really got
prominence, like, all right, this is kind of serious, I think was probably the beginning of March.
We were about to go to spring break in 2020 and then once we got back from spring break things
really blew up, per se. And as we know, at this time of the year, is the Mountain West Basketball
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Tournament which coincides with our, with the emergency changes that coincided with our
spring break, that ways if students wanted to be able to go down to Las Vegas for the basketball
tournament they were able to do that. So, we went – Utah State went on spring break a week
earlier than typically a lot of the rest of the country. So, once we got back, then that very next
week as our students are coming back to campus, the rest of the country shut down. And here we
are, Utah State is like, we just had students on all four corners of the world, you know? All
around the globe on spring break. What did we just bring back to Logan, Utah, you know?
[0:14:02]
No one knew anything yet. So, I think that’s when it really hit home is everyone else started
campus spring break and then leading up to, I believe it was March 15th or 16th, is the day that we
really – it came out that – I was actually teaching class. So, I actually teach in the Kinesiology
and Health Science department as well. I was in the middle of class and an email went out at
noon, right around noon, and my class started at noon saying that at the end of the day, there was
no more classes in person on the 15th or 16th. Whatever that Tuesday was. And I literally had
students get up and walk out of the classroom because they’re like, we’re not going to be in class
anymore. I’m not going to sit here for this class. So, I literally had a couple of students get up
and just walk out because they got that email. I actually had a guest speaker that day as well and
I was – so, I was in the audience listening to the guest speaker when I read the email. I got up
and had to answer a couple of phone calls of what was taking place and what we were having to
do. I came back and the guest speaker was like, something’s going on. Something’s weird here.
And then at the end of class, I informed the class, like, this is your last class in person for the rest
of this semester. We’re moving completely virtual. We had Wednesday, Thursday, Friday to
move our classes to virtual. And then Saturday, Sunday. And then we went fully virtual on that
following Monday. But again, to answer, going back to recap and answer your question, it really
wasn’t a conversation topic until late February, very early March, right as we were going into
spring break. And then once everything started happening around the country and around the
world, and that’s when we’re like, all right, what did Utah State just do? Because we just brought
every student back from spring break from all around the globe.
TW:

So, did you bring your team together and start talking about exactly what would happen because
they were going to remote? And the recollection that I have is that over half of the students that
lived in campus housing actually moved back home and left campus altogether. How did that all
affect (a) the usage of your facilities, and (b) how you programmically [sic] offered those
programs?

DL:

Yeah. Well, initially, and that same week whenever we found out we were going home and had
to transfer all the classes to virtual, we shut the facility down. I think we ended up shutting the
facility down on March 16th or 17th and we pivoted very quickly. We got together as a team, my
team here, in person, but then the remainder of that week there was a lot of sleepless nights,
honestly. There was constant email chains, phone calls happening late in the evening with most
of the Directors and the Division of Student Affairs. I feel like we were pivoting one direction
one minute and then 15 minutes later we get another email or a direction, we’re going this
direction. Not just as a division but as a university. So, our big plan was we knew we were
closing our facility, we knew campus was basically emptying out because Utah State University
Housing was, I think, one of the only ones that did refund the unused portions of their rental
contract where the community didn’t. So, I’ve never heard the official dollars, but I heard like in

USU COVID2022-DANIEL LAWRENCE

5

the span of like 48 hours Utah State Housing lost or refunded like over $2 million back to – and
that’s, of course, of 2020 dollars at the time, but they refunded that. And then so, I convened with
my team and I was like, I don’t know what’s happening in the near future, but this is what we’re
being charged with now. We still need to keep these students engaged as much as possible if
they’re on campus, I mean, or if they are – mostly everyone was virtual or went home. So, my
team pivoted as quick as we could. We really never, ever used a virtual platform like Zoom or
Microsoft Teams or anything like that.
[0:18:00]
So, we were all downloading that, figuring out how to adapt that into our programs. Utah State –
we were one of the industry leaders in campus recreation of getting our programs launched and
getting our students engaged again. And we were one of the – we were supposed to be one of the
first ones – first departments across the country to reopen our facility. We technically, we – so,
we went home March 16th or 17th, and then we basically worked virtually as a department until
mid-May. Mid-May is when we went, when we went – we worked virtually. Then we started
coming back in mid-May because we were working through the processes of reopening our
facility. We were taking the opportunity to – we were able to employ – we were still able to
employ 80 students on campus. They came in and helped us – they could do maintenance to the
facility, do cleaning, and get the facility back to its pristine condition when it opened in 2015. So,
we were able to still employ 80 students on campus where many people, they closed their doors
across the campus, across this country. Closed their doors, furloughed people. We were still able
to employ student employees who needed that money to live. And I’m happy to share and say
that Utah State University did not have to furlough anybody. We didn’t have to send anybody
home and were able to bring everyone back whenever the time came to come back. So, during
that down, in mid-May, we were planning on opening up and had approval to reopen our facility
on May 28th. And leading up to that day, we had the serious outbreak at the, oh, the meat
processing plant down in Hyrum – JBS. There was a serious, serious outbreak at JBS where they
came in and tested all those employees and I think there was over 400 people testing positive for
COVID which put Logan, Utah, on the national news.
[0:20:01]
I think we made the Wall Street Journal with that news. At that week or that moment, we were a
hot spot in the country of COVID-19. So, that then postponed us a few weeks to make sure it
wasn’t going to continue to spread through Cache Valley. So, then we postponed our reopening
of our facility until we got approval to open in late June, but we ended up deciding to open up
after the Fourth of July, Independence Day week celebration, and weekend. We decided to open
up that Monday after Independence Day. That way we had a clean, fresh start date at a beginning
of a month and it would give us the time to make sure everything across Cache Valley was
leveling off, or shall we say safe, to be coming back around people. And then, but at that time
still, we didn’t really have a lot of knowledge or direction or expectation of wearing masks. We
came back and we weren’t wearing masks. Those conversations and those implementations came
in right before school started. Right before school started back up in August and being on
campus and wearing masks and things like that, face coverings. So, again, it was very touch and
go at the beginning. It was, I think, we were pivoting – some evenings with the Directors and the
Division of Student Affairs pivoting every 30 minutes with emails and phone calls. And then
once we were able to let the dust settle briefly, get back to the following week where everyone
USU COVID2022-DANIEL LAWRENCE
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was virtual, then we can reconvene and figure out what the next steps were. But campus
recreation, again, we pivoted 180 going into a completely different direction, fully virtual.
TW:

So, when the decision was made to go remote classes and you closed the facility for the
remainder it sounds like of spring semester 2020, were the intramural sports programs shut
down? Were the extramural programs shut down?

[0:22:02]
Were the, let me see, what else – the club sports shut down? Were there anything going on with
the fitness and wellness programs? The aquatic center? The rentals operation? What exactly did
that look like for the remainder second half of spring 2020?
DL:

In person, absolutely nothing. We did nothing in person. We even stopped renting our outdoor
equipment. When I say we were approved to open our facility on May 28, we didn’t open our
general facility, but we were able to open up our rental shop. So, our rental program was the first
program that opened back up and was active for the community to come rent outdoor equipment
on May 28th. But everything in person during the remainder of the spring semester of 2020 was
absolutely shut down. Nothing in person. We went fully virtual. We had online virtual fitness
classes. We also created a library, a virtual library, of our personal trainers doing various
different movements and different fitness activities that students could view on demand. We
created a YouTube channel where we uploaded lots of videos and lots of how-to’s so people can
do their own personal workouts without your traditional weight equipment in a recreation facility
or a gym. We went virtual programs. Intramurals went fully virtual. We did trivias. We did
various different activities and things like that they could do virtually and Zoom in as well. And
then for us we were just like housing. We started refunding as much as we possibly could. We
refunded all of our lockers, locker rentals, all of our participation programs. I think our
department when it was all said and done, we refunded and was out roughly, I think, $650,000 to
$750,000 of self-generated revenue during the time that we closed down completely.

[0:24:02]
But also, the ongoing aftermath of not being able to fully operate our programs once we were
going to be able to come back in person, we were very close to that $750,00 mark of selfgenerating revenue loss during that time frame.
TW:

I’m curious. Did James Morales and the people in the Division of Student Affairs particularly
with the campus recreation apply for any COVID CARES money to make up for some of this
revenue loss?

DL:

We did. Once the opportunity to apply and submit requests for COVID CARES funding, we
were able to – we were awarded $81,000 to help us provide programs, virtual programs, for the
campus community. So, we were able to purchase equipment, cleaning supplies, cameras,
software, everything we needed to continue to safely offer our programs virtually, but then also
once we came back in person to be able to keep our facilities as safe as possible as well because
at the beginning of COVID it was very much thought that this is a very high-contact transmissible
disease. So, we were closing everything down. Once we reopened, we were closing down
facilities. We were disinfecting the entire Aggie Recreation Center three times a day,
encouraging users to wipe their equipment before and after use. And I also failed to mention that
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during this time with the funding, I worked with the Vice President Dr. James Morales, Dave
Cowley, who else was it? I think Dwight Davis was involved with it as well, and then Doug
Bullock with Human Resources. We all convened together and I proposed the idea of completely
closing down the fieldhouse and the HPER Employee Wellness Weight Room, direct all funding
sources to the Aggie Recreation Center to keep one facility open during the COVID pandemic
time.
[0:26:11]
So, we actually closed down – after we opened the Aggie Recreation Center, we actually kept the
fieldhouse closed and the HPER Employee Wellness Weight Room closed, and at this point in
time, all faculty and staff and students, everyone utilized the Aggie Recreation Center for this
time. Because historically prior to that, faculty and staff were not allowed to utilize the Aggie
Creation Center for a few years. Then we worked with the student body and then we were able to
offer faculty and staff memberships, but during COVID, I proposed the idea to revert all the
staffing, all the resources, to one facility to keep it open, keep it safe, and keep everyone
involved. So, we were able to do that. So, we did that for about a year and a half and that ended
– the faculty and staff – that time ended August of 2021. This academic year is whenever we
actually back to opening fully the fieldhouse and the HPER Employee Wellness Weight Room.
TW:

So, let’s go into the preparations. You had talked about everything shut down spring semester of
2020 and the decision was made in July of 2020 that the students would actually return back to
the Logan campus in the fall semester of 2020. What did you and your team do, I mean, you
started to talk about a little bit of this, but what were the decisions you made about what to keep
open, what to close, why, what were the cleaning protocols, did you have enough supplies, did
you have the health ambassadors or did you charge your student workers with cleaning things, did
you ask the patrons to clean? Go into that.

DL:

So, yeah, exactly. So, basically anything that was high-contact, high, close proximities, we
eliminated. So, we closed down the basketball gym, but with that we needed to spread out all of
our equipment.

[0:28:06]
So, we’re lucky enough to have enough space in our facility to where we actually spread out
every single piece of equipment by 12-foot. So, everybody had their 12’ x 12’ square on their
piece of equipment. So, they had a 144 sq. ft. of space dedicated just to them. Again, they could
obviously move freely around the facility and around that area, but whenever physically on a
piece of equipment, they were 12 feet from somebody else. So, then we closed our basketball
court and moved all of our nonelectrical cardio equipment to the basketball courts and spread that
out 12 feet apart. So, we had 75 pieces of cardio equipment spread out amongst the entire
basketball gym floor 12’ x 12’ apart. We also then took all of the dumbbells, all of the dumbbells
and the barbells of weight equipment and we relocated that into the mat gym. And then we put
one, two, three, four – then we put 16 benches in the mat gym, 12 feet apart, and then people can
still get their dumbbell workouts on and things like that but everything was 12 feet apart. And
then to be able to continue to – we were lucky and had the resources with the combined effort, the
employee wellness, closing the fieldhouse, COVID CARES funding, a little bit of cost savings
from being closed down for so long. We [unclear] had so much cleaning supplies spread out
throughout the facility. We went and purchased these 5-gallon buckets, drilled a hole in the top
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and put a wooden dowel in the middle of that and we put our paper towels on that. So, every 15
or so feet there was this makeshift cleaning station that we created that had paper towels, cleaning
solutions, and then our staff was really, constantly, wipe your equipment before and after usage.
[0:30:09]
And then we actually purchased these machines called Protexus and these are electrostatic
sprayers. We would go around multiple times a day and spray all of the equipment – every hightouch zone, all of the equipment, with this electrostatic sprayer to clean all the equipment
multiple times a day. I mean, we were closing the facility for an hour, an hour and a half, two
times day, get everyone out, do a deep clean of everything and the let everyone back in for
another half a day and then we’d do it again at the end of the day. So, we did that at the
beginning of COVID once we came back as well. We were able to charge all these tasks and
everything to our student staff. So, where they were already employed with us, they already
knew the policies and procedures of our campus recreation department, so we were able to
employ them to help us manage this COVID crisis. We did not have to utilize the health
ambassadors on campus. I had the option to, but I figured it was more important for us to be able
to continue to employ and provide hours and funding for our students. So, we didn’t use the
health ambassadors. So, our students were in charge of again managing the spaces, making sure
everyone is following the protocols that were put in place, making sure the cleaning was being
done by the participants but also our staff as well. I mean, when we closed down those during the
days, it was all-hands on deck. Every single full-time staff member, professional staff member,
all came together and it was like, let’s disinfect everything during this hour and a half together
here and then we’ll get back together and do it five hours later on this afternoon type of thing.
So, we did that for a few months.
TW:

Did you have to amend your hours of operation? Did you shorten them? Did you lengthen them?
How did that work during this fall . . .?

DL:

Ironically, we expanded our hours because I thought it was very important because there was
nothing happening on campus. Students had no way – when we came back to campus that fall,
students moved back, there was no activities, well, I won’t say there was no. It was very limited
on the engagement activities these students had so I thought, what do these students want to do
late in the evening during the week and things like that? So, we actually expanded our hours and
opened up later to be able to provide an outlet for these students when they’re late-night studying,
after taking a test or working on a research project or whatever their activities were, we actually
expanded our hours to be able to be more accommodating for the students’ needs as there was a
lot more – a lot limited activities and events that were taking place on campus.

TW:

And I should’ve asked this, do you have a reservation system? How did you keep the occupancy
at a certain level so it didn’t rise above to levels where, what’s it, 12 x 12 spacing wouldn’t have
worked?

DL:

Sure. We did implement and still operate our reservation system for our pools. That was
something that was good that came out of COVID. Our participants really like the reservation
system for the pool lanes to go for their lap swim. But we worked with the Fire Marshal here and
we actually lowered the overall occupancy for this building. And I think that went roughly down
to close to 400 or 450 people at any given point could be in this facility. And at normal operation
we can have upwards of 1,300 to 1,400 people in the Aggie Recreation Center alone. So, we
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limited those numbers there. So, to be able to manage that we utilized our internal software. We
have a fusion – ISONAS soft fusion is our software.
[0:34:01]
It’s an access control software. When people – well, this is another change we had to implement.
We have – currently, pre-COVID, we had biometric hand scanners where the students would
apply for their A[?] number and scan their hands. Well, again, the mindset of high-touch zones,
we eliminated that. So, we went back to card swipes. So, we implemented – students had to
bring back their I.D. cards to [unclear] and they swiped their card on their own. That way our
staff didn’t have to touch anything. They were protected behind the plexiglass barriers that were
placed on the service desks. And so, they ended up having to do that. But, yeah, we worked with
the Fire Marshal, found out what the ideal number was, we worked with Risk Management, and I
believe we limited it to like 400, 450 participants in this facility at one time. But those softwares
we had – the ISONAS soft fusion and Connect2 – every time a student swiped their card in, it
showed us an active, live number of how many people were in the facility. And then whenever
they left the facility, they swiped their card again and it subtracted a number. So, we utilized
ISONAS soft fusion for that. And then on top of that, we also utilized Connect2 Concepts,
another software, where our student staff would walk around with an iPad and take building
counts. And we were able to build-in separate different locations in the facility so the students
can know what the occupancy was in that area, at a moment’s notice they can log onto our
website and find out how busy it was in that area, and/or know if that area was full. So, they can
do that on their website. So, we put that right on our homepage and our website. One of the first
things you saw was the occupancy numbers in the facility in all the workout areas. So, they can
gauge when it was busy if they wanted – with their schedule when they wanted to come in as they
can see the numbers would fluctuate up and down based on the number of occupants in the
facility at any given time.
[0:36:00]
TW:

So, on that first full year of the pandemic, so, that would be fall of 2020, spring of 2021, do you
have any memorable events that stand out that you want to add to?

DL:

Oh, I think, well, everyone was working extremely hard of all of our programs. We were still
offering virtual. We were getting back to in person. We had our club sports teams out there
practicing in masks and face coverings. We were sanitizing and wiping down softball bats after
we used them for intramural softball, after each batter. I mean, every protocol was still heavily in
place. But I think one of the major events or activities that we hosted as we were still in COVID
during spring of ’21 was our inaugural Aggie Recreation Triathlon. We were able to utilize our
swimming pools, our spin bikes, and we built a 5K course – well, we didn’t build it, but we
mapped out a 5K course around campus and that was truly our culminating event for the end of
that year was the triathlon. And when I say culminating, it’s not like the masses showed up. We
had to limit it to 81 people because of the number of people we could have in the pool lanes at
one time. So, we sold that out and we had so many people come out. We sold out the 81 spots
but the amount of people that came out just to watch all the students participate in the triathlon
was phenomenal. And I think that was a testament to, like, they were so tired of nothing going on
they just wanted to be involved with something. So, anyhoo, the triathlon and the spectators,
again, I think the students in such need of interaction with one another that we filled up the
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activity with 81 participants and then they just came out to support them as they were running the
5K course around campus.
[0:38:08]
It was completely outside. We moved 24 spin bikes from inside to out on the Aggie Legacy Field
and then the swimmers swam in the pool which was obviously indoors, but then they would come
out one of our north exits right to the spin bikes. So, everything was outside. The weather was
phenomenal. It was a great celebration to be able to have a culminating event for the end of a
very challenging semester but challenging year of limited programs and activities because, again,
there were so many rules and restrictions and policies that were put in place of what we could and
couldn’t do or what we had to limit. You know, that was probably our biggest and most
successful event that everyone was so proud of that we were able to host that. And we just hosted
the second annual one a couple of weeks ago and, again, we sold that one out as well. And it’s
going to become a very long-standing program that started again and -TW:

That’s great. So, I’m curious. How many events were you able to hold? How many, I mean,
obviously your numbers were down because your capacity had to be lowered, but what, if you
were to look at that first entire academic year statistically as far as the number of events and
people served, what are we talking about in percentages compared to a pre-COVID pandemic
year?

DL:

Sure. It definitely was drastically cut. I’d say probably a little bit more than half. It cut a little
bit more than half. We were still doing virtual programs. People were still cautious about
coming back and doing in-person activities. We still provided opportunities for sanitation and
face coverings and things like that. But I think it probably cut our programs a little bit more than
half.

[0:40:01]
While we’re talking, I looked up our [unclear] numbers here to see what our physical numbers
were. But definitely our numbers were drastically decreased during that time. But, yeah, the
program, everything went down. Also, because I know there wasn’t that many students on
campus either because we still had a virtual expectation of being virtual of many classes across
the campus. And I know students didn’t want to come, faculty and staff didn’t want to come
back, and so it really affected the programs and the engagement of our students throughout that
academic year. It truly did.
TW:

So, did your staff, I mean, they were working in person that entire academic year. There was no
work from home, was there? Or was there?

DL:

As the Director I was very lucky. I had a team that wanted to be in person. We’re in the career
field of being with people. Everything we do is being with people and I was very lucky that they
wanted to be here. And we did adopt and implement the virtual proponent work from home. We
adopted a version of it. I mean, no one worked from home full-time. We were here. We
encouraged people to get out virtually as much as they could. And that was from the Division
down, from the University down. But again, our programs were such forward facing, and student
centered and forward facing, that, I mean, our staff just wanted to be here. They wanted to be
here providing programs for students, being able to provide engaging experiences for these
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students, and being able to have a fun time because so many students lost out on a year or two of
their college experience which is obviously very challenging.
[0:42:03]
So, we were here. I mean, we were honestly here and then we wanted to be here and, you know,
and so, but we did everything we could to make sure we were being safe, keeping the participants
safe, and we did the best we could with the situation we were given.
TW:

So, the next question I have is so, in year two, you know, the State Legislature down in Salt Lake,
had lessened the mask mandate, reduced the social distancing guidelines. Obviously, vaccines
became available especially for college-age students, in the late spring, summer of 2021. What
did all those mean as far as changes for campus recreation? In year two of the pandemic did you
change some of your programming or were the operations similar to what they were the first full
year of the academic calendar, I guess?

DL:

Yeah, once legislation [sic] made their changes and the University – we were actually in this
same week right here a year ago, in the maintenance week, and President Crockett sent out an
email of return back to work in June. We were literally in the middle of doing maintenance week
in our facility and that email came out and I looked at my staff and they wanted operations to start
getting back to normal. I looked at my staff as we were moving and cleaning equipment, it’s like,
what do you all want to do? And we ended up putting equipment back. We took the equipment
off the basketball floor, we put the dumbbells back where they went. We started fully reopening
all of our programs and all of our facilities for full operation. We still had protocols in place to
make sure the cleaning was still being done and people were still staying safe and things like that,
but honestly, plexiglass came down, equipment went back to where it was.

[0:44:00]
Again, we’re very lucky with the space that we have in the Aggie Recreation Center. So, we
were able to keep it still spread out a little bit, but I think it went from 12 feet maybe down to 6
feet, still between pieces of equipment but that allowed us to put equipment back where it went.
We reopened the fieldhouse. We reopened the fieldhouse fully. So, with the weight room
upstairs. We actually kept the fieldhouse at the 12 feet, equipment spaced 12 feet apart. So, if a
student, faculty or staff was still hesitant to work out in close proximity they had an option still to
be able to work out with physically distance. So, it wasn’t until December – it was in December
of 2021, this past December, a few months ago, is when we finally moved back all of the other
equipment in the fieldhouse and put it back to normal operations as well. But, yeah, we sort of
moved back to operation. We were able to go back to have unaffected intramural sports. We
were able to have our typical flag football, our basketball, our contact sports, our club sport
program went full contact again. There were no restrictions on their practices or travel. Again,
we were one of the first institutions in the country in this region that were allowing our club
sports to actually practice. Some colleagues across the State of Utah went another year without
letting their club sports even practice at all or any type of contact practices. So, we were, again I
think Utah State, we were ahead of the game on a lot of things. The research we were doing here
on campus with our researchers and things like that. That we were ahead of the game and we
when I would have my monthly directors – Utah State directors across the campus recreation
departments across the rest of the State, we were so far ahead.
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[0:46:00]
And, honestly, for the last two years, last year or two years, Utah State and what we’ve been able
to do here, was so far ahead and so great that I honestly just kept my – have kept quiet because I
was like, well, we still have to do this, we have to do this. Like, well, we’ve been doing back to
normal operations for months, you know? You know, so I’m like, we didn’t have to furlough
people. I mean, I still have colleagues that are still under a mask mandate to this day on their
campus – in their campus recreation centers to this day they still have mask mandates.
TW:

I’m curious. Did you have much contact with your colleagues around the State? I mean, did you
usually have regular meetings with your colleagues pre-COVID, during COVID?

DL:

No. No, we didn’t meet as regular, as much as regular as we did during COVID. Once we all
went virtual, that’s when we got on our regular meetings with the colleagues across the State, but
also across this country as well. Our association, National Intramural Recreation Sports
Association, which encompasses all campus recreation departments across the country, started
doing online, virtual formats for various different things [unclear], and webinars to give updates.
And actually, I was able to on a campus [unclear] magazine, I was actually one of the guest
panelists speakers to talk about reopening procedures because, again, Utah State and our
department was so far ahead I was sharing our reopening plan with people across the country. I
shared it with people across the State and I shared it with people across the country because,
again, we were supposed to, we were planning to open on May 28th, and we would have if it
wasn’t for that outbreak at JBS. But we were one of the first – I think there was probably less
than ten that were going to be open by that time. And so, we were one of the industry leaders in
that and I was sharing our plan, I was guest speaking on panels and things like that to explain to
people how to reopen and reopen safely.

[0:48:01]
So, yeah, we were, again, Utah State, as many things as we are, we were industry leading.
TW:

So, I’m curious. You talked about a lot of the things that you had to adjust and change in being a
national leader at this. Were there any changes that the campus recreation had to make that you
think will become permanent parts of the operation? That because of COVID, you had to make
the change but now you’re going to make a permanent change?

DL:

Yeah. I’ve highlighted a couple of them. We’ve continued on with the pool lane reservation. So,
we continue on with those. We’re continuing on with the building count utilizing our Connect2
occupancy ratings for certain areas as well. And I was, again, I was one of the very lucky ones
across the State as well where we didn’t have to furlough or let people go. I actually, we were
able to create positions during the pandemic. I was one of the only directors – we were one, Utah
State was one of the only institutions that was hiring people during the height of the pandemic.
So, we actually created new positions during this time. And people would call me, like, Daniel,
how are you doing this? How are you all doing this here at Utah State? And I think it’s just the
leadership that we had, the direction that we had, and the smart decisions that were made early
that allowed us to be able to continue to grow during the height of the pandemic at the institution.
Not just campus recreation but the height of the institution and, again, I’m very fortunate and
lucky to have the team that I was given when I became the director, but then also I have been able
to build since then as well. But, yeah, that’s one thing I think we’re, that’s going to stick around,
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like, for after COVID’s done is the new positions that we created because we were able to engage
and bring in different avenues now. Like, for example, we now have a full-time registered
dietician in our department for the campus community.
[0:50:01]
Where prior to that, we didn’t have that and that was a direct result from the assessment that was
being taken of our students of how are they feeling during the course of the pandemic? And what
are the missing? And that was one of the reasons why. The research that Dr. Morales and I were
seeing was, like, we need to get a registered dietician in here and do the nutrition component to
the challenges these students are facing of the whole mind, body, and wellness, and everything.
So, that’s a position that we created as well, for example, that was stemmed from COVID, that
will obviously stick here for many years to come.
TW:

So, one question I’ve been asking all of the narrators that I’ve been speaking to is the toll mental
health-wise it might have had on you and your staff and your students. Did you see over the
course of the two plus years of the pandemic any things that impacted them personally,
academically, otherwise, that they’re still working through or they may be working through long
after the pandemic is over?

DL:

I don’t think so. I think our department and our staff and our students, I think they were, I don’t
think any long-standing aftermaths of COVID. But during certain years, especially during the
year that we were enforcing masks on everything that we did, and just the policies and
procedures, the operations that we had to create and run with, no one was really used to. That
definitely took its toll on a lot of the staff. I think our student staff employees really took the
brunt of that because they had to deal with on a daily basis, day in and day out, the negative
attitudes from their peers that – and they were just doing their job and we were just doing what
we were asked, what we were told to do per the legislation. But our student employees, I think,
really took the toll of the brunt of the negative attitudes and the negative experiences during this
pandemic.

[0:52:06]
Because they were the front-line staff that had to enforce walking in and wearing a face covering,
enforcing not wearing a chin strap but putting it over your nose and chin because that was one of
the fashions and direction was wearing a chin strap with your face mask. But they were the ones
day in and day out that were getting the negative attitudes, getting the, at some capacity,
sometimes, getting cursed at by their peers, you know? And we actually lost a lot of our student
employees because it’s like, I can’t do this anymore because these are my peers and I’m just
doing what I’m being asked to do. I’m doing my job. And they really took a toll. So, we lost a
lot of people. A lot of good employees and a challenging thing with that is, with what’s happened
with the economy during the pandemic and stuff as well, we haven’t been fully staffed with
student staff again for over a year now. I mean, I feel like we continuously had positions posted
on Aggie Handshake since we came back in person with no restrictions. Employees are just not
wanting to work. And it’s not just a Utah State or a campus recreation thing. This is a
workforce-wide phenomenon going on right now. We all know that and I feel like the employees
have the reins on what they want to get paid. Of what the pay rates are now. So, we’re working
hard, continuously working of how we can continue to operate our standard operations with
increased operational costs. And then increased students’ hourly with ultimately no student fee
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increases right now because our department is solely student fee funded and we’re on year two
now with no student fee increases.
[0:54:01]
But our electricity, our utilities have all gone up, our operations costs have gone up, our cleaning
supplies have gone through the roof. So, we’re strategically thinking of how we can bring in selfgenerated revenue, alter programs and operations a little bit to where we can still continue to have
the most engaging experience for these students when they come to Utah State. But then again,
pay our student employees a reasonable wage for the job that they’re doing, have our positions
filled because the last thing I want to do is have to cut programs or cut operations because we
don’t have employees to work it. So, those are some challenges that we’re still overcoming and
facing right now as a department which is not new to anybody. It’s not new to the University or
to the workforce across the country, but again, that’s something that’s continuing on here, that
even – and something as fun as working in a college recreation center or in the programs with that
is, we’re having a hard time filling our student employee positions which is something I’ve never
experienced in my 20-year career.
TW:

So, is there anything else you’d like to add about your experiences with the COVID pandemic at
Utah State University?

DL:

There’s definitely some things that came out of it that were good that, again, that we’re going to
implement that not just here at Utah State or at the campus here. There’s definitely things that
were good that came of it. Definitely some things that were challenging that took some time to
overcome and come through. But I think at the end of the day, it really challenged all of us
human beings and as professionals and just showed the resiliency that we have as humans and as
a team here at Utah State of we can overcome anything. And I joked with my mentors many
times throughout the pandemic like, you never taught me how to go through a pandemic. You
never trained me for this.

[0:56:00]
We never, I wasn’t prepared for this. So, we had nice chuckles about that but its’ like, you know,
it really shows the resilience of what everyone was able to do when we come together to continue
to offer our and meet and exceed our mission, vision, and our goals and our values of an
institution but in our department as well. To be able to still provide those engaging experiences
and I really have been proud of how everyone responded here in my department, with campus
recreation, but across the campus as well. Because like I’ve said multiple times, Utah State
University was industry leading when it comes to many facets of this COVID pandemic.
TW:

Mr. Lawrence, I’d like to thank you for your time this morning discussing your experiences
during the COVID pandemic at Utah State University.

DL:

I appreciate the time, Todd, and being able to be a part of this process and hopefully 50, 60 years
from now I’m still alive and I’ll be able to get access to this and remember and hopefully
remember what the early ‘20’s – 2020 and to 2022, 2023 was all about.

[End recording – 0:57:05]

USU COVID2022-DANIEL LAWRENCE

15

USU COVID2022-DANIEL LAWRENCE

16

